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The earliest ^ direct reference to the subject I can find
appears in certain Tamil inscriptions dating back to the time
of Rajaraja the Great, the most prominent of the Chola
monarchs. He came to the throne in A.D. 985 and, like all the
Chola kings, was a votary of Siva. One inscription1 shows
that in A.D. 1004 the chief temple at Tanjore had four hundred
tali-clieri-pendugal, or " women of the temple," attached to
it. They lived in the streets surrounding the temple and in
return for their service received one or more shares, each of
which consisted of the produce of one veli 3 of land, calculated
at 100 kalam of paddy. The whole Chola country was full of
temples with deva-dasis in attendance, as is clear from this
inscription, which gives a long list of the dancing-girls who
had been transferred to the Tanjavur (Tanjore) temple. After
each name details are added showing from what temple the
girl originally came, and the number of shares she was now
to receive. , Finally the names and shares of the eunuchs,
musicians, dancing-masters, singers, parasol-bearers, barbers
and other men connected with the temple are given. It is
interesting to note that although Rajaraja was a Saiva, the
temple girls imported came from both Saiva and Vaishnava
temples.

The next mention of the deva-dasis is made by the greatest
of mediaeval travellers, Marco Polo, About 1290 he was on the
Coromandel coast, and in describing the inhabitants of the
"Province of Maabar" (i.e. Tanjore) he says3: "They have
certain abbeys in which are gods and goddesses to whom
many young girls are consecrated; their fathers and mothers
presenting them to that idol for which they entertain the
greatest devotion. And when the [monks] of a conyent desire
to make a feast to their god, they send for all those con-
secrated damsels and make them sing and dance before the
idol with great festivity. They also bring meats to feed their
idol withal; that is to say, the damsels prepare dishes of
meat and leave it there a good while, and then the damsels
all go to their dancing and singing and festivity for about as
long as a great Baron might require to eat his dinner. By
that time they say the spirit of the idols has consumed the

1  E.  Hultzsch, South Indian Inscriptions, vol. ii, Part III, pp. 259-303,
Archaeological Survey of India, Madras, 1895.

2  26,755 square metres.

3  Yule and Cordier, The Book ofSer Marco Polo, 1903, vol. ii, pp. 345-346,
See also p. 335 for identification of the places visited by Polo.